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‘Doing’ Social Justice in Early Childhood: The potential of leadership 
 
Megan Gibson, School of Early Childhood, Queensland University of Technology 
Frances Press, School of Teacher Education, Charles Sturt University 
Louise Hard, Faculty of Business, Charles Sturt University 
 
Overview 
 Social transformation has long been associated with educational reform movements 
including Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) and many contemporary advocates 
conceptualise the work of early childhood education as engagement with democratic practice 
(Dahlberg & Moss, 2005; Penn, 2011; Tayler, 2011). Given the substantial body of research 
that points to the potential efficacy of ECEC in redressing disadvantage (see for example, 
Siraj-Blatchford & Siraj-Blatchford, 2009; and the NICHD Early Childcare Research 
Network, 2005) we contend that there is a social and political obligation for leaders of ECEC 
to be deeply concerned with, and cognisant of, issues of social justice. 
 In this paper we draw on a range of Australian literature and policy documents to 
provide a brief historical overview illustrating the interconnectedness of Australian 
kindergarten, day nursery and childcare movements with broader social reform throughout 
the 19th and 20th centuries; and to examine social justice in the context of contemporary 
reform. Following, we consider relevant literature including data from two research studies 
on integrated child and family services, to reflect upon the potential of educational leadership 
to make systems and services more capable of achieving socially just objectives. Using 
critical theory as a reference point we argue that examining and challenging taken for granted 
and normalised practices and assumptions is a necessary characteristic for leadership for 
social justice. We conclude by discussing implications for ECEC leaders in terms of how 
these are played out both within individual services and through systems of care and 
education. 
 This submission addresses the conference theme “The Power of Education Research 
for Innovation in Practice and Policy” by examining links between leadership and 
social justice in ECEC as collective action that is mindful and informed. 
 
Theoretical framework 
 Critical theory serves to stimulate conversations around the power of educational 
leaders as advocates for a more socially just world. According to Brookfield, critical theory 
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“...draws on Marxist scholarship to illuminate the ways in which people accept as normal a 
world characterised by massive inequities and the systematic exploitation of the many by the 
few” (2005, p. x). By bringing a lens to hegemony, it illuminates how people “...are 
convinced to embrace dominant ideologies as always being in their own best interests” 
(Brookfield, 2005, p. 13). The provision of ECEC has long been advocated as a means for 
creating changed life opportunities. 
 Education has a powerful potential to change life circumstances and access to 
education can be a gatekeeper of social and economic advantage (Freire, 1975; Jean-Marie, et 
al., 2009). In the changing global context, we believe the challenge for leaders is to embrace 
diversity and actively confront inequality to change the traditional constructions of education 
and afford access and opportunity for many. 
 Critical theory makes an important contribution to our understandings of the role of 
social justice in education through attention to the relationship between educational ideas, 
practices and policies with broader oppressive political and ideological discourses in society 
(Wiedeman, 2010). According to Goodwin et al., (2008, p.6) it is time to rethink “our 
understandings of practices of diversity in the current climate of standardized test scores, and 
scientifically based research set against the backdrop of social inequities”. In a broad review 
of measures examining educators’ beliefs and their relationship to leadership choices and 
decisions, Brown (2004) concluded that there is clear and disturbing evidence that sections of 
the public school population in the United States experience inequitable and negative 
treatment on a daily basis. Accordingly, Brown (2004) conceives a critical social 
consciousness for educational leaders through which they have the capacity to identify power 
relations, oppression and privilege and believe these can be altered by active resistance. 
School leaders are the “...moral stewards in a global, diverse, and complex society...” with 
responsibility to reconceptualise schooling and not reproduce it (Brown, 2004, p. 340). 
Preskill & Brookfield (2009) challenge positional leaders to confront the status quo rather 
than enact leadership which maintains the existing power relations. 
 
Modes of enquiry 
 Drawing on extant literature, including data from two previously reported Australian 
studies in which leadership emerged as having a transformational impact on service delivery, 
this paper examines the potential of early childhood leadership to generate ‘socially just’ 
educational communities. With reference to critical theory, we argue that critically informed, 
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intentional and strategic organisational leadership can play a pivotal role in creating changed 
circumstances and opportunities for children and families. 
 
Data 
 If educational leaders accept the proposition that societies and educational 
communities are increasingly diverse and frequently inequitable, how can they become the 
agents of change for social justice at both the level of the service and in the wider 
community? Waniganayake, Cheeseman, Fenech, Hadley and Shepherd (2012) adopt the 
term “intentional leadership” to describe leadership enacted in “positive, purposeful ways”. 
They describe those engaged in intentional leadership as demonstrating “courage in their 
decision making” and the capacity to “collaborate with others to achieve collective goals” 
(p.13). We extend this understanding of intentional leadership by arguing that, to achieve 
social justice, critical theory demands of leaders that courageous and purposeful leadership is 
directed to questioning and challenging practices of oppression and marginalisation. 
 This description resonates with data related to leadership emerging from two 
Australian studies on establishing early years inter-professional collaborations 
(Press et al., 2010; Wong et al., 2012). In these studies, the beliefs and values of leaders 
emerged as pivotal to generating collective action to achieve organisational change in ways 
which enabled early childhood programmes to be more responsive to the needs and 
aspirations of families and children in their communities, especially families likely to be on 
the margins of mainstream service delivery. The Integrated Early Years Provision in 
Australia sought to uncover the components of successful early years’ integration in the 
Australian context especially those including ECEC (Press et al., 2010). The Collaborative 
Practices Project (Wong et al., 2012) examined early years’ professional collaborations in 
the state of Victoria. 
 These collaborations, including the development of strongly integrated child and 
family services, seek to deliver a cohesive suite of supports and programmes to children and 
families facing multiple challenges. Policy support for such ways of working are driven by 
the long term goal of improving the life trajectory of young 
children through timely and appropriately tailored early interventions, including 
access to ECEC (Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, 
2012; Siraj-Blatchford & Siraj-Blatchford, 2009). Leadership was not the primary 
focus of either research project. It did, however, emerge as a key success factor 
(Press, 2012). The implications of these studies for the creation of successful 
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integrated services and inter-professional collaborations have been discussed 
elsewhere (for example, Press, Sumsion & Wong, 2012; Wong, Sumsion & Press, 2012). 
Here we focus on the characteristics of leadership we consider closely link to the enactment 
of leadership for social justice. That is, those aspects of leadership that contribute to an 
outward looking organisational culture concerned with “creating …environments that accord 
political voice…; express cultural respect and esteem…; and provide the necessary material 
and human resources for schooling achievement..” (Keddie, 2012, p.161). 
 
Discussion 
 In the Early Years Integration Study and the Collaborative Practices Study, the 
leader’s commitment to vision building generated a sense of possibility about making a 
difference to children’s and families’ lives and was identified by staff members as an 
important trait contributing to successful organisational change. This is evident in responses 
such as: 
 
 leadership in terms of creating a collective vision with shared understanding 
 and commitment to reflection… (cited in Press, 2012, p. 35). 
 …. inspired leadership, strong values, philosophies and shared visions….. It 
 is a learning organisation in action, always striving towards best practice 
 (cited in Press et al., 2010, p.49). 
 
 Once formulated, the organisation’s vision becomes a reference point for the daily 
and strategic work of the organisation (Siraj-Blatchford & Manni, 2007; Press, 2012; 
Waniganayake et al. 2012) and thus staff are supported to meet the aspirational objectives of 
the setting through their daily practice. Various theoretical constructions have been developed 
to explore the notion of leadership, traversing a wide range of approaches including trait 
theories, contingency concepts to transformational and transactional leaders. While much 
leadership scholarship has attended to the individual, the concept of distribution of leadership 
offers greater potential for collective change (Spillane & Diamond, 2007). According to 
Preskill and Brookfield (2009) leadership is “...a relational and collective process in which 
collaboration and shared understanding are deemed axiomatic to getting things done” (p. 3). 
 In the Australian studies, leadership was exercised in both positional (through 
specific management positions) and distributed forms (where various staff, or teams 
of staff, enacted leadership activities). Indeed, embedding change seemed to be the 
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result of positional leaders actively developing models of distributed leadership (Press, 2012). 
This approach is consistent with Whalley’s model of ‘leaderful’ teams (2006) and our 
assertion that being in and leading through community or the collective, is important to the 
agenda of social justice. At one service in the Collaborative Practices study, a site coordinator 
described her behaviour in the following way: 
 The other thing I thought about was that always at the end when the 
 conductor takes a bow it’s with the orchestra. I could stand and wave but if I 
 don’t have brilliant musicians I’m just waving my hand around [laughing] and 
 I’m like oh what’s she doing? But there’s that knowing that nothing exists 
 without the musician and how grateful that you are as a conductor that 
 everyone is playing their part (Previously unreported interview, Collaborative 
 Practices Project, Wong et al., 2012). 
 
One parent in the Collaborative Practices study described the collective responsibility evident 
in the service she used in the following way: “…not one person makes a difference…it is 
everyone. Everyone even including the people in finance-they are all caring” (previously 
unreported quote, Collaborative Practices Project, Wong et al., 2012). Another parent noted:  
there is a whole community and you are made to feel a part of it…you feel like you have an 
extended family (Press et al., 2012, p.8). The following two quotes illuminate the leader’s 
values in relation to collective action within the same service: 
 She lives and breathes it. She has an open door policy and knows all the 
 professional and visits rooms most days. She is forward thinking and uses 
 people cleverly and makes good use of their talents. She cares about you as 
 a person-although she has to be tough sometimes. This is a very caring 
 organisation and because care emanates from the top-we feel it. 
 …[the leader] puts deliberate processes in place .. to develop a framework to 
 make clear the hidden procedures. When we advertise we tend to recruit for 
 a good fit. (Previously unreported quote, Collaborative Practices Project, 
 Press et al., 2012). 
 
 In these studies, participants referred to manifestations of the ethos of their 
services as making a difference. Terms such as the ‘feel’ of the organisation, 
‘mutual purpose’, ‘philosophical commitment’, ‘attitudes’, ‘shared visions’ and 
‘strong desires’ were used to describe collective commitments to making a 
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difference to children’s and families lives. 
 
Conclusion 
 A rich history of ECEC involvement in issues of social justice and the contemporary 
policy create a context for addressing social justice outcomes by ECEC leadership in 
a local and broader social context. Critical theory provides a clear link between 
achieving a social justice agenda and education. It is a powerful lens through which 
to examine whose interests are being served by the dominant social constructions 
and how these afford some groups significant advantage over others. When leaders 
understand this, it is possible that intentional ECEC leadership, (underpinned by 
values and beliefs in social justice and a commitment to collective action), can be 
powerful in creating change at the service level for children and families. We 
propose that additionally, a key element of intentional leadership is engagement 
with policy to advocate for a more socially just society. In their everyday work, EC 
educators are faced with complex issues - intentional and strategic leadership calls 
for educators to challenge assumptions and to and provide possibilities to embrace 
new understandings. The challenge for intentional leaders is to forge collective 
approaches that disrupt oppressive practices, and affirm and celebrate diversity. 
 
Please note that a version of this paper appears the journal Contemporary Issues in Early Childhood (CIEC): 
Hard, L., Press.F., & Gibson, M. (2013). ‘Doing’ social justice in early childhood: The potential of leadership. Contemporary Issues in 
 Early Childhood, 14(4), 324-334. 
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